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Richard Bushman praises it for its
meticulous attention to the historian's craft. Michael MacKay and Gerrit Dirkmaat have served as editors on the Documents series of the
Joseph Smith Papers Project-spending months documenting, annotating, and organizing the surviving historical material from the early
years of Joseph Smith's religious career-and their experience with
those primary sources shines in this volume. They have tracked down
scraps of information in archives from New York to Utah, from obscure
nineteenth-century publications as far-flung as the Ohio Observer and
the Milwaukee Sentinel, and even from much better-known sources like
the Joseph Smith revelations, which they have reread with a keen eye
for detail and often-missed nuance.
This means, as Bushman observes, that this book may serve to "bring
Latter-day Saint readers up to date on the results of the latest historical
research" (p. v). And indeed, that is a great strength of this book. Historians will learn some things from this book, for MacKay and Dirkmaat
have done much to unearth material that complicates the conventional
narrative ofJoseph Smith's early life. For instance, one might take a single well-known story the authors explore again: that of Martin Harris's
adventures with the transcript of"Caractors" derived from Joseph Smith's
IN HIS FOREWORD TO THIS BOOK,
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plates, which Martin took to the East Coast with hopes that a scholar might
aid him in understanding them. First, MacKay and Dirkmaat suggest
that Joseph Smith likely made a sizable number of these transcriptions, a
suggestion that may well surprise. Then, far from the conventional narrative, which posits that Charles Anthon of Columbia was Harris's primary
target because of his expertise in ancient languages, MacKay and Dirkmaat
suggest that the Rutgers Medical College professor Samuel Mitchill was
the man Harris really wanted to see. Mitchill is often glossed over simply
as the one who referred Martin to the more well-known Anthon, who gets
more notice because Joseph Smith paid him attention in his own history.
But MacKay and Dirkmaat posit that taking note of Mitchill's interests
and career contextualizes Harris's experience in a broader antebellum
fascination with Native American civilization. Mitchill had built a reputation for studying Native American languages and, from that study,
developing theories about the origins of the Native nations (who came, in
his telling, from Asia, Polynesia, and Scandinavia). Indeed, in 1823 a man
named Abraham Edwards brought Mitchill a manuscript with strange
characters on it that he claimed to have found underneath a building he
had owned. He hoped that Mitchill could provide a translation, thinking
it was the product of some ancient American civilization. As MacKay
and Dirkmaat sensibly point out, the notion that the hieroglyphs on the
plates were "reformed Egyptian'' and not, as one who took Joseph Smith's
story for granted might reasonably assume, a Native American language
seems to have been a later development. MacKay and Dirkmaat have
unearthed several letters demonstrating that, in part inspired by Mitchill's
work, Anthon had become a collector of Native American writing and
stories. Thus, if Mitchill could make neither heads nor tails of Harris's
transcript, passing him on to Anthon would have made sense.
Several times in the book, MacKay and Dirkmaat perform a feat
like this, taking a well-known anecdote from the career ofJoseph Smith
and tending it until it blossoms into a local representative of a far larger
story about life and culture in the early republic. This strategy embeds
Joseph Smith in his time, making his story seem more comprehensible
for his advocates and less outlandish to his critics. Such rich context
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manages to make the ever-elusive mind and heart ofJoseph Smith seem
much closer; his decisions, beliefs, and calculations emerge into if not
clarity, at least comprehensibility.
MacKay and Dirkmaat offer several other novel historiographical
updates on the story of the translation. They make the case for the
misdating of the revelation now known as Doctrine and Covenants
19; they offer some hypotheses as to why E. B. Grandin did not seem
eager to promote the Book of Mormon he had just published; and they
do an admirable job sorting out Joseph Smith's several seer stones. In
a move clearly derived from the detailed and meticulous research that
the Joseph Smith Papers Project demanded, they also offer a clear and
exhaustive unpacking of the various financial and legal maneuvers that
the publication of the Book of Mormon required. Given all this, historians will likely find this book useful.
The authors' command of historiographical technique is all
the more admirable considering that this book was written for a lay
Latter-day Saint audience. From this perspective, the book reflects what
Bushman praises it for: an attempt to inject professional historiographical methods into the lay Mormon conversation about their religion's
past. For instance, the authors routinely cite E. D. Howe's Mormonism
Unvailed, long dismissed as a collection of aggrieved testimonies critical
ofJoseph Smith. That it surely is, but though these authors are friendly
to Smith, they acknowledge that the historian's task is not to dismiss
sources when their bias may not be the same as one's own bias (for all
have biases), but rather to evaluate each source for its worth and to use
it insofar as it seems worthwhile. To this end, the authors use Howe
with care, qualifying quotations when it seems warranted with words
such as "likely" (p. 7). But they also acknowledge simply by the citation
that Howe's sources have some worth. They also seek to rehabilitate the
reputation of Lucy Harris, the wife of Martin Harris, who like Howe
is often dismissed by members of the LDS Church as a shrewish caricature unaccountably hostile to Joseph Smith. The authors argue that
the source of this animus was Lucy Smith, Joseph Smith's mother, who
proves herself in her account to be "not fond of Lucy Harris;' and who
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therefore "seems to paint her in the worst light possible" (p. 25). They
try their best to give context and justification to the variety of inhabitants of the Palmyra and Rochester areas who proved to be uninterested in or hostile to the Book of Mormon, like the printer and later
political heavyweight Thurlow Weed. Using these sorts of strategies,
the authors work gently to draw lay Mormons away from hagiography
and the knee-jerk use of the term anti-Mormon to dismiss any account
that seems hostile and toward a fuller and well-rounded grasp of their
faith's history.
Of course, by the same token historians should be aware that the
book's intended audience means that the authors take for granted the
essential truth of Joseph Smith's claims; indeed, the book is scholarly
enough that I found it slightly jarring when the authors occasionally
make straightforward claims about, for instance, the Book of Mormonera provenance of the spectacles Joseph Smith found with the plates,
or when they ascribe the Whitmers' willingness to put the young seer
Smith up while he worked on the translation not simply to visions (an
entirely respectable phenomenological claim) but to the influence of
the Lord. These claims are in the language of faith rather than in the
language of the academy, and though professional historians will likely
find them distracting, it is a credit to the authors how fluidly they are
able to shift from one to the other. The authors have also commissioned
the BYU artist and professor Anthony Sweat to produce new art documenting the translation process in depictions more accurate than those
often seen in official church productions; Sweat's illustrations, and his
brief account of the reasoning behind them, are a welcome addition.
Despite this, the book is a bit more heavily illustrated than I would
have liked, including multiple instances where an essentially identical photo is reproduced on several pages. This was probably not the
authors' doing, but it is somewhat distracting.
In sum, though this book may well be of interest and use to serious
historians, it is most valuable as a book intended for the Mormon lay
audience. It is another brick in the edifice of responsible history for a
lay LDS audience now being built. Hopefully it finds a wide audience.
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IN EARLY AUGUST 2015, the Church History Department of the Church

ofJesus Christ of Latter-day Saints held a press conference for the forthcoming two-part volume 3 of the Revelations and Translations series of
the Joseph Smith Papers Project. While a public event was standard, an
actual press conference was a little out of the ordinary. The highlight of
the press conference was two pages of photographs included in the volume-beautiful high-resolution photographs of Joseph Smith's brown
seer stone. Though the original stone continues to reside in the LDS
First Presidency's vault, the photographs started a rumble through the
Mormon studies community that would quickly reach the larger church.
The general absence of seer stones from the devotional church narrative
meant that for many, these photographs were a complete surprise. And
while the existence of this stone was not surprising for many historians,
this was certainly not a predictable part of the larger continued efforts
at transparency by the LDS Church History Department. It seemed as
though a mystical object of a supernatural past realm suddenly broke
through the mundane surface of the present.
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This volume of the Joseph Smith Papers Project is the third in the
Revelations and Translations series, perhaps the most important in the
Smith Papers series. The first volume included the two manuscript revelation books offering unprecedented access to revelation manuscripts.
The second included all the earliest published versions of the revelations,
and now volume 3 reproduces the printer's manuscript of the Book of
Mormon. Each of these volumes has contained beautiful high-resolution
color images of the originals. For those who might question the value of
the printer's manuscript, this is the earliest extant manuscript for more
than 70 percent of the Book of Mormon text. In October 1841, Joseph
Smith decided to place the original Book of Mormon manuscript into
the cornerstone of the Nauvoo House; though this move was historically
minded, it was ultimately a lamentable idea that resulted in the loss of
a majority of the manuscript. 1 This volume is particularly significant,
both for its historical narrative of the translation and printing of the
Book of Mormon as well as for being a precise documentary edition of
the printer's manuscript. The latter builds on the decades-long work of
Royal Skousen with the Book of Mormon critical text project.

Creation and translation

Any substantive documentary editing project will focus on the history
of the document's creation. For Latter-day Saints believing in the divine
origins of the Book of Mormon, the narrative of its creation has always
been weightier than the mere process of transcription. The historical
introduction to the printer's manuscript offers a brief but significant narrative of the creation of the Book of Mormon, including Joseph's brown
seer stone. This is particularly remarkable considering that no one who
had actually seen the stone had talked about it publicly since the 1970s.2
1. Joseph Smith, Journal, Dec. 1841-Dec. 1842 in "The Book of the Law of the
Lord;' Record Book, 1841-1845, Church History Library, http://www.josephsmith
papers.org/paper-summary/journal-december- l 84 l-december-1842/8.
2. See Michael MacKay and Nicholas J. Frederick, Joseph Smith's Seer Stones (Salt
Lake City: BYU Religious Studies Center and Deseret Book, 2016), 181, 190.
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The introduction notes that a more precise history of the translation
process will be forthcoming, perhaps with the future publication of the
extant original manuscript. The brief yet illuminating history of the
creation of the manuscript places the stone in its context; explaining
the process of translation begins the process of understanding the function of the stone. This also means acknowledging the truthful elements
of the long-term accusations of money digging and treasure seeking
aimed at Joseph Smith. Critically, the introduction argues that when
Joseph Smith was "faced with rumors that he was an active or even leading participant in local treasure-digging activities and concerned that
his history might prove an obstacle for some to accepting his religious
message, Joseph Smith rarely mentioned his participation in treasure
digging and never in great detail. But neither did he deny his early
activities" (p. xv). With nuance and brevity, the introduction notes the
intersections of what Joseph Smith would later distinguish as a gift from
God and the "d__ d nonsense" of treasure seeking. 3
The photographs ofJoseph Smith's brown seer stone begin to reconstruct a too-often-missing element of the narrative, as well as to illustrate the manner in which Smith took the mundane and the earthly
and made it sacred. In 2013, Joseph Smith Papers historians Michael
MacKay and Mark Ashurst-McGee first requested photographs of the
brown seer stone of then managing director of the LDS Church History
Department, Richard E. Turley, without success. 4 Now, the photographs
of the chocolate-colored stone are published in gorgeous, full-color
images with a very clear provenance. Joseph Smith first gave the stone to
Oliver Cowdery after finishing the Book of Mormon translation. After
the death of Cowdery, his wife Elizabeth Whitmer Cowdery passed the
stone to Phineas Young, who passed it to his brother, Brigham. It was
almost sold in an estate sale after the death of Brigham Young only to
be saved by his wife Zina D. H. Young and then preserved in a small
box by her daughter Zina Young Williams Cardall to be later gifted to
3. Richard Bushman, Joseph Smith: Rough Stone Rolling: A Cultural Biography of
Mormonism's Founder (New York: Knopf, 2005), 51.
4. MacKay and Frederick, Joseph Smith's Seer Stones, ix.
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the then church president, John Taylor. The egg-shaped stone appears
to be a genesis stone of swirled jasper and iron ore. The stone is photographed from four different angles; the custom leather pouch crafted
for the stone by Emma Smith also appears in two of those photographs.
Encountering the historical record about the translation requires
broadening definitions beyond a strict translation from one known language to another known language. As several different academics have
considered the process of translation, they have spanned the distance
between a process lacking any volition on the part of Joseph Smith
other than the act of seeing-looking at the stone-to those who would
argue for considerable volition in the process-from finding vocabulary
to the necessary construction of abstract ideas. The introduction and
body of this volume begin to require those scholars to consider both
the historical record of the process and the text itself.
Moreover, the entry of the stone into the history of the restoration
of the church exemplifies significant recent efforts at transparency first
modeled with LDS Church History Department sponsorship of the
monograph Massacre at Mountain Meadows. 5 That effort at transparency
has continued and expanded with the release of the seer stone photos
and has marked the beginning of a major shift in how Latter-day Saints
tell the story of the restoration. The fall 2015 completion of a new LDS
Historic Site at Harmony, Pennsylvania, the location of most of the Book
of Mormon translation, came almost concurrently. The rebuilt home of
Joseph and Emma includes a hat (in which to place the seer stone) near
covered plates and Book of Mormon manuscript pages on the kitchen
table; they seem to be just waiting for Joseph to pick up the translation
again. That October the seer stone photographs were likewise published
in both the Ensign and the worldwide Liahona in the article "Joseph the
Seer:' The same month, the new central exhibit of the LDS Museum
of Church History opened telling the narrative of the restoration and
featuring the seer stone photographs prominently. In the latter part of
2016 the Joseph Smith Papers Project released additional images of the
5. Ronald W Walker, Richard E. Turley Jr., and Glen M. Leonard, Massacre at
Mountain Meadows (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008).
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brown seer stone online. 6 The February 2017 Friend, the official LDS
children's magazine, included a game: "From Gold Plates to Book of
Mormon:' One of the steps in the game recognizes Joseph's primary
use of the seer stone in translation. 7 Beginning with the presentation
of these seer stone photographs in Revelations and Translations, Volume
3, we are witnessing a sea change in the devotional origin narrative of
the Latter-day Saints.

A precise documentary edition

The color photographs of the text replicate the 466-page manuscript
created by Oliver Cowdery, an unknown scribe, and Hyrum Smith
as they prepared to publish the first edition Book of Mormon. After
Martin Harris lost Book of Mormon manuscript pages in 1828, Joseph
Smith worried about repeating history and possibly losing more manuscript pages. After negotiating the printing of the Book of Mormon, the
printer's manuscript was created as needed between August 1829 and
March 1830. At only one point in the printing process was the original
manuscript taken to the printing office. In the manuscript we find the
punctuation, paragraph, and printing marks of the compiler John H.
Gilbert, editing done by the scribes, as well as later edits done by Joseph
Smith and others after the publication of the first edition in preparation
for later editions. We also learn of a significant loss for the LDS Church
when Joseph F. Smith turned down an opportunity to purchase the
original manuscript for the Book of Mormon.
Decades in its production, Royal Skousen worked assiduously with
other members of the Book of Mormon critical text project to produce
a critical text of the Book of Mormon-the first volume was published
in 2001. 8 Long before the inception of the Joseph Smith Papers Proj6. "Seer Stone;' Glossary, Joseph Smith Papers, http:/ /www.josephsmithpapers.org
/topic/ seer-stone.
7. "Golden Plates to Book of Mormon;' Friend, February 2017, 24-25.
8. Royal Skousen, The Printer's Manuscript of the Book of Mormon: Typographical Facsimile of the Entire Text in Two Parts, parts 1 and 2 (Provo, UT: The Maxwell
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ect, Dean Jessee worked on the documents of Joseph Smith's life, first
published as The Papers of Joseph Smith in 1989 .9 His work has been
more completely realized through the Joseph Smith Papers. Though
the two projects have significant similarities, in reality there is a space
between a critical scriptural text integrating multiple manuscripts and
editors and a historical documentary-editing project. This volume seeks
to satisfy both desires and approaches and has the considerable benefit
of complete full-color facsimile reproductions-something that is rarely
seen in documentary editions because of prohibitive costs.
In 2009, Skousen produced The Book of Mormon: The Earliest
Text-a clear text edition merging the earliest manuscripts. 10 The clearer
the text, the more accessible the text. However, less detail in the manuscript means less transparency. The Smith Papers' transcription here
is not a clear text edition. As the introduction notes, the Joseph Smith
Papers "represents the manuscript more liberally" than did Skousen in
his critical text project (p. xxx). Nevertheless the transcription is tighter
in comparison to other Joseph Smith Papers' transcriptions and presented with careful attention to detail. The introduction also adds, "Deference is given to the scribe's final intent" (p. xxx). Lest some question
the liberties taken, all documentary editing projects involve significant
judgment calls no matter how detail-oriented and literal the project.
Any documentary volume must decide how it will balance literality and
emendations. At the cost of much paper and a complicated transcription key, Skousen worked to make his original transcription as literal as
possible. In contrast, in other volumes the Smith Papers consistently use
emendations to make the transcriptions accessible while still working
to maintain the anthropology of the document. This volume endeavors
a precarious balance between transcription literality and accessibility;
however, this balance finds solid support in the images. Through the

Institute, 2001).
9. Dean Jessee, The Papers of Joseph Smith, 2 vols. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book,
1989).
10. Royal Skousen, Book of Mormon: The Earliest Text (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2009).
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high-resolution color photographs, the color editorial insertions, and
the more compact transcription guide, this edition is eminently accessible and offers ready access to the literal.
The beauty of the immaculate images almost completely collapses
that space between reading the text and the physical document itself.
The introduction to the text reminds the reader of the limited nature of
any transcription: "No matter the care put into transcribing a text, a gap
still remains between the reader and the physical document" (p. xxiv).
Any loss of specificity in the transcription is almost entirely restored
with the color photographs. The introduction includes specifics on capturing and editing images, yet it also reminds us that some of those
elements cannot be reproduced nor can the photographs restore damaged portions of the initial manuscript page. Photos of a 1923 negative
image helped to re-create some lost text on the initial manuscript page
(p. xxxvi). Many readers will need to pull out their reading glasses as
they approach the source notes relating the provenance of the printer's
manuscript as the point of the typeface shrinks dramatically.
The text also enables the reader to clearly see the evidence of some
of the claims about the creation of the document as well as translation
and editing processes. A reader can see John Gilbert's punctuation of
one-third of the manuscript and his grammatical corrections and recognize that the majority of those additions were done on the fly as he
was typesetting the book. A reader can clearly distinguish the work
of Joseph Smith and others to edit the manuscript in preparation for
succeeding editions, as well as study the work of the enigmatic second
scribe. The identity of this scribe remains a mystery, though her or his
spelling skills shine, particularly in comparison with the spelling of Oliver Cowdery and yet even more so in comparison with Hyrum Smith's
absolute lack of spelling ability. A reader may closely examine the origi nal manuscript where there are contested words as well as reference
Skousen's prior work as needed.
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Future perspective
These are Joseph Smith's papers-the papers of a man; however, this
volume particularly missed an opportunity to better single out the contributions of women related to the creation of the Book of Mormon and
the preservation of the physical objects connected to it. There are those
who contributed to the manuscript even though they never marked it
themselves; it is never just Joseph working alone. Emma Smith created the leather pouch in which Joseph and later others kept the seer
stone. Since it is unlikely that public examination of the pouch will
be forthcoming, additional information could further highlight that
contribution. The additional images of the seer stone included in the
Joseph Smith Papers' glossary also include the box where Zina Cardall
safeguarded the stone as she handed it over to John Taylor. Including
the box provided to protect the stone in the volume would also bring
to our attention the valuable contribution of Cardall and her mother
Zina D. H. Young in saving the stone from sale or loss. 11 Hopefully,
the publication of the extant portion of the original Book of Mormon
manuscript will prominently spotlight Mary Whitmer's string used to
tie the manuscript together. 12
Beyond their scholarly appeal, those working on the Joseph Smith
Papers never assumed that the volumes would be highly attractive as
bedtime reading to average members of the LDS Church but harbored
the hope that their work would distill to a wide church membership
through the work of other scholars. With the publication of four photographs of a swirled stone, that goal has been clearly realized. We can
already measure how this work has reached a much broader audience.
It may be more difficult to measure the impact of other portions of the
Smith Papers' work, but I am also hopeful that the Joseph Smith Papers
will continue to be valuable to scholars as well as to the general membership of the LDS Church. This volume is eminently valuable for what
11. "Seer Stone;' Glossary, Joseph Smith Papers, http:/ /www.josephsmithpapers
.org/topic/seer-stone.
12. Robin Jensen, ''A Bit of Old String: Mary Whitmer's Unheralded Contributions;'
April 25, 2013, https:/ /history.lds.org/ article/ mary-whitmer-book-of-mormon ?lang=eng.

230

Journal of Book of Mormon Studies

it has done, but its value will expand as others utilize it in the future and
build on the transparency it represents.
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Tms IMPORTANT NEW BOOK from Michael Hubbard MacKay and Nicholas J. Frederick is intended as a "friendly introduction'' to Joseph Smith's
possession and use of seer stones (p. xiii). Aimed explicitly at a Latter-day
Saint audience, the authors-both assistant professors of religious education at Brigham Young University-attempt "to locate and explore the
role of seer stones in Joseph Smith's Restoration theology" (p. 3). To that
end, MacKay and Frederick not only provide the single best historical
overview of the function and role of seer stones in early Mormon history,
but also offer a provocative (if not necessarily wholly convincing) reading
of the significance of seer stones to Mormon theology.
Joseph Smith's Seer Stones serves as a sort of sequel to another volume coauthored by MacKay and Gerrit Dirkmaat, From Darkness unto
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Light: Joseph Smith's Translation and Publication of the Book of Mormon
(2015). Among that book's signal contributions was its frank discussion
ofJoseph Smith's use of seer stones while translating the Book of Mormon and its inclusion of several illustrations depicting that process by
Anthony Sweat, MacKay and Dirkmaat's colleague in BYU's Department
of Church History and Doctrine. A few months after the publication
of From Darkness unto Light, the Joseph Smith Papers released several high-resolution photographs of one of Smith's seer stones; shortly
thereafter, photographs of the stone appeared in the Ensign, the monthly
magazine published by the Church ofJesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and
intended for the broadest Mormon readership possible. 1 Joseph Smith's
Seer Stones represents an effort to capitalize on the interest generated by
those developments, contributing to what MacKay and Frederick term
"a process of renormalization'' in which "the miracle" of the seer stones
is "recaptur[ed] ... in historical terms" (p. xix).
The authors' effort to renormalize seer stones begins with a historical overview. Following the book's introduction and an abbreviated
opening chapter on Joseph Smith's melding of evangelical Christianity,
"folk religion, medicine, and common folklore" (p. 2), the book's next
three chapters cover, in successive order, the parallel cultures of money
digging and religious revivals that defined the culture of upstate New
York where Joseph Smith was raised, the origin of Joseph Smith's own
seer stones, and the role the stones played in the translation of the Book
of Mormon. The authors explain that whereas modern readers might
see "a deep divide" between Christianity and the use of seer stones or
divining rods to locate lost objects, Joseph Smith "saw an environment

1. Royal Skousen and Robin Scott Jensen, eds., Revelations and Translations, Volume 3, Part 1: Printer's Manuscript of the Book of Mormon, 1 Nephi 1-Alma 35 (Facsimile edition), vol. 3 of the Revelations and Translations series of The Joseph Smith
Papers, ed. Ronald K. Esplin and Matthew J. Grow (Salt Lake City: Church Historian's
Press, 2015), xx-xxi; Richard E. Turley Jr., Robin S. Jensen, and Mark Ashurst-McGee,
"Joseph the Seer;' Ensign, October 2015, 49-54. The Joseph Smith Papers has since made
available several additional photographs of the brown seer stone, as well as the pouch
and box in which it was stored, on its website at http://www.josephsmithpapers.org
/topic/seer-stone. Accessed February 15, 2017.
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where the ecstatic religious experiences ever present in revivalism were
exhibited in folk religion and the occult" (p. 2). Joseph Smith found his
first seer stone at roughly the same time that he experienced his first vision.
By 1826, he had in his possession at least three such stones, which he
believed to be "ancient artifacts" designed to help him and others locate
additional hidden objects, ranging from the commonplace (water) to
the more exciting (buried treasure). This experience naturally shaped
his understanding of events later in his life, including the "retrieval of
the Nephite interpreters [and gold plates] and the coming forth of the
Book of Mormon:' "The interpreters;' MacKay and Frederick explain,
"were two seer stones bound together like spectacles;' and the visit of the
angelic being Moroni in 1823 was not "the first time [Smith] envisioned
himself finding ancient artifacts buried near his home" (p. 6). But the
guidance of divine beings did alter Smith's understanding of seer stones
and the landscape of upstate New York. In time, "Joseph bound together
the ideas of sacred land, ancient Native American artifacts, and digging
for money with seer stones:' He came to believe "that he plucked his seer
stones from a blessed landscape where they had been buried by ancient
inhabitants and under the direction of God" (p. 16).
In describing this broadened understanding, however, the authors
reject the term transition, preferring instead transformation, which they
claim more accurately describes the "process of accumulation and selection"
in which Smith "molded these tools to fit his Christian religion'' (p. 19).
The most obvious example of that transformation came in Smith's translation of the Book of Mormon, a subject MacKay and Frederick examine in
detail in chapter four. They argue that Joseph Smith's use of the stones to
translate an ancient record written in an unknown language is the factor
that most clearly separated him from other practitioners of seer stones.
"The process described by [Smith's] scribes and witnesses, in which words
appeared on seer stones;' they write, "was unique in the folklore of magic
and removed from his money-digging experiences" (pp. 44-45).
In rejecting the notion that Joseph Smith transitioned away from
seer stones as he grew into his roles as prophet and revelator, the authors
note that he continued to possess and use seer stones until his death in
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1844, as did other Latter-day Saints in the nineteenth century. Chapter five traces the provenance of Joseph Smith's brown and white seer
stones, respectively. Following the publication of the Book of Mormon
in 1830, Smith gave the brown stone to Oliver Cowdery, and from there
it was passed down to various leading Latter-day Saint men and women
in the nineteenth century before ending up in the possession of the
Joseph F. Smith family and then the First Presidency during the twentieth century. Though there is no record of the stone being used in any
way approximating its earlier usage to translate ancient records, the
authors make clear that "Joseph Smith's seer stones represented authority" to Latter-day Saints. Its possession by Brigham Young, John Taylor,
Wilford Woodruff, and Joseph F. Smith was understood as evidence of
their possession of priesthood keys and authority.
Joseph Smith's white seer stone, by contrast, remained in his possession for the duration of his life. Though the record detailing its provenance is less clear, the surviving evidence suggests that Joseph Smith
and other church presidents in the nineteenth century used it more
regularly than the brown stone. In 1841, for example, Smith showed the
stone to the Twelve Apostles and informed them that it was his personal
stone and that each person "was entitled to a seer stone, and should have
one:' Brigham Young, who possessed the stone after Smith's death, made
a similar point in the 1850s, and Wilford Woodruff in 1887 "consecrated
[the white stone] on the altar" of the Manti Temple (pp. 79-80).
This "deliberate attempt to preserve and value" the seer stones leads
into a decidedly different part of the book, in which MacKay and Frederick
examine the place of seer stones in the Book of Mormon's own internal
narrative and what that tells us about Smith's seer stones in the nineteenth
century (p. 84). Here the authors move beyond summarizing historical
evidence and venture into more original scholarly territory. In seeking
to intervene in the debate among some scholars over Joseph Smith's
active role in the production of the Book of Mormon's text, MacKay and
Frederick "examine how the Book of Mormon responds to the questions
raised through Joseph's use of seer stones'' (p. 112). The authors argue,
for instance, that Nephi's extensive appropriation and application of
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Isaiah's prophecies to the Lehite people " [show] us a prophet unconcerned
with the idea that he is 'borrowing' from someone else" (p. 115). So, too,
with Mosiah's "seeric reading" of an ancient stone with engravings in an
unknown language, in which a seer receives "a relic and translates the
language on the relic ... in a way that allows for additional, more important information to be relayed from a divine source" (p. 117). Even more
intriguingly, the authors propose that the Liahona, or "directors" that
guided Lehi and his family in the wilderness, functioned in some ways
like a seer stone, or "that the Liahona was actually a seer stone that had
been placed within a golden metallic ball" (p. 120). 2 Such readings are, of
course, conjectural, but they do provide interesting possibilities about the
ways in which the text of the Book of Mormon might have shaped Joseph
Smith's own understanding of his seer stones and their origin and uses.
In some instances, the authors' conclusions (or conjectures) ignore
relevant evidence. In chapter 7, for example, they propose that "the Book
of Mormon [is] very specific about separating the concept of translation
of texts from the notion of reception of visions" (p. 122). It is not clear
that Joseph Smith learned such a lesson about the seer stones' purposes
from the Book of Mormon, though. Indeed, the revelation now canonized as section 7 of the Doctrine and Covenants blurs the lines between
vision and translation in interesting ways. In April 1829, "a difference
of opinion" arose between Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery "about the
account ofJohn the Apostle ... whether he died, or whether he continued:' The debate was ultimately settled "by the Urim and Thummin;'
which evidently provided Smith and Cowdery a vision of a "parchment,
written and hid up by [John] himself:' 3 Moreover, if the Book of Mormon

2. This reading of the Liahona was earlier made by MacKay and Gerrit Dirkmaat
in From Darkness unto Light, though it receives an extended analysis here. See Michael
Hubbard MacKay and Gerrit J. Dirkmaat, From Darkness unto Light: Joseph Smith's
Translation and Publication of the Book of Mormon (Provo, UT: BYU Religious Studies
Center and Deseret Book, 2015), 67-68.
3. Joseph Smith, "History, 1838-1856, volume A-1 [23 December 1805-30
August 1834]:' p. 15, The Joseph Smith Papers, accessed January 31, 2017, http://
www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper-summary /history-1838-1856-volume-a- l-23
-december-1805-30-august-1834/21; "Book of Commandments, 1833;' p. 18, The
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identified seer stones as translation tools, the Book of Abraham offered
a significant counterexample-one that MacKay and Frederick discuss
without acknowledging the apparent conflict just one chapter later. In the
third chapter of the Book of Abraham, the ancient prophet is shown, via
the Urim and Thummim, a vision of the sun, stars, and planets, as well
as a panoramic vision of the premortal world and the earth's creation.
Perhaps the most innovative and provocative contribution, though,
is the book's concluding chapter, which attempts to outline a theology of
seer stones. Pointing to Joseph Smith's lifelong possession and periodic
use of at least one seer stone and his teachings late in life "that the Urim
and Thummim would play a part in the celestial kingdom'' (p. 136),
MacKay and Frederick argue that Joseph Smith's life and actions as
a prophet, seer, and revelator "uncovered an ancient and sacred past
of seer stone use that transformed local folklore into a new kind of
religious epistemology" (p. 136). That seems clear, at least inasmuch
as it applies to Smith's use of seer stones. But the authors take it a step
further, arguing that seer stones will facilitate the reception of future
scripture. "If the brass plates or the sealed portion are to be revealed
in the future;' they claim, "it seems likely that those records will be
brought forth through seer stones prepared for the specific seers called
to translate'' (p. 132). Perhaps this is a disciplinary difference, in which
predicting the future makes me, a historian who is more comfortable
in the past, somewhat uncomfortable, but this proposal would appear
to put Latter-day Saint leaders in something of a bind, especially now
that the church has acknowledged that it possesses at least one seer
stone. Are Latter-day Saints merely awaiting the discovery of additional
ancient records, at which point the current church president will then
use existing seer stones to translate? Perhaps, but that is far from clear,
especially given the paucity of both seer stone usage and translation of
ancient records in the more recent Latter-day Saint past.
In spite of my own discomfort with some of the book's more provocative proposals, I highly recommend Joseph Smith's Seer Stones to interested
Joseph Smith Papers, accessed January 31, 2017, http://www.josephsmithpapers
.org/ paper-summary/book-of-commandments-1833/22.
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readers. It is, without a doubt, the single best accessible treatment of the
subject to date. I have used it in teaching courses on the Doctrine and
Covenants at BYU and have recommended it to students interested in
reading more. MacKay and Frederick have succeeded in their effort
to provide a "friendly introduction'' to seer stones for Latter-day Saint
readers, but the book deserves a much wider audience than that. Historians of early Mormonism and scholars of both the Bible and the Book
of Mormon will appreciate not only the careful assessment of what we
know about Joseph Smith's seer stones but also the numerous tables and
charts throughout. Especially useful are the book's six appendices, which
cover in detail seer stones and their owners in upstate New York during
the 1820s, other seer stones connected with Joseph Smith during his
lifetime, the possession and use of seer stones by other Latter-day Saints
during the nineteenth century, and analyses of the Urim and Thummim
in the Old Testament and the mention of a "white stone" in the book of
Revelation. Perhaps most useful to historians is the "selected annotated
bibliography for seer stone sources;' which includes citations and excerpts
from the various nineteenth- and twentieth-century sources detailing
Joseph Smith's seer stones, arranged in alphabetical order by author. If
a book's value can be judged by the conversations it stimulates and its
success in advancing the conversation in potentially productive new
directions, Joseph Smith's Seer Stones is an obvious success.

Christopher Cannon Jones completed a PhD in early American history

at the College of William & Mary in 2016 and currently teaches in the
History and the Church History and Doctrine Departments at Brigham
Young University. He is the author of several articles on early Mormonism and is currently completing a book manuscript on religion, race,
and slavery in the British Atlantic World.
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Tms BOOK WAS DIFFICULT TO REVIEW. On the one hand, it provides
intriguing insights into the Book of Mormon as well as useful tools for
Latter-day Saints to look at this important text in new ways. On the
other hand, it often provides those tools through methodological missteps and by glossing over elements of historical reading in both Book
of Mormon and Jewish studies. I firmly applaud the impetus behind
this book and even some of the individual points, but it is also a book
that illustrates how having a heart in the right place is insufficient to
make it completely successful in its proposed thesis. According to the
preface, the purpose of this book is to approach the Book of Mormon
in a way similar to how Jews approach the reading of the Torah (see pp.
xiv-xv). Beholding the Tree of Life broadly succeeds in presenting some
Jewish interpretive tools to a Latter-day Saint audience but falls short
in a number of specific aspects.
Part of the difficulty stems from the subtitle of the book and the use
of the word rabbinic, something that Kramer addresses in his preface.
Kramer notes that in his usage, rabbinic Judaism refers to those forms
of Judaism that derive from the Sages of the Talmud and Mishnah, thus
excluding non-Talmudic Jews such as Karaites, as well as Jewish groups
that predate the Mishnah (seep. xvii). Defining rabbinic Judaism is a
good thing, since there can be a tendency to just talk about "the Jews''
without reference to the very real differences between assorted expressions of Judaism in various times and places. However, Kramer and I
differ on our use of rabbinic, which therefore explains my expectations
for this book. I tend to use rabbinic in a somewhat more limited sense
than Kramer does-the OED suggests that the word rabbinic is "used
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most frequently with reference to the rabbis whose teachings constitute
the Talmud:' 1 As I understand the term, a rabbinic reading of the Book
of Mormon is one that is primarily situated in the reading traditions
of the Talmudic Sages and not one that draws heavily on more medieval or modern sources. Thus, Kramer's use of modern Jewish thinkers
presents an LDS perspective on a modern Jewish reading of the Book
of Mormon, but it falls short of being a rabbinic one, in that sense.
Part of my concern lies in something of the occasionally fraught
relationship between Latter-day Saints and Jews. On the one hand,
Latter-day Saints inherited from the rest of Christianity something
of the traditional difficult relationship with Judaism, a fact that was
exacerbated by Latter-day Saint notions of Jewish apostasy. 2 On the
other hand, because of our perspective as being part oflsrael, Latter-day
Saints have a great enthusiasm for Jews and Judaism. This can be seen in
everything from Passover Seders presented annually at Brigham Young
University to references to "Jewish tradition'' in the footnotes of the
Latter-day Saint edition of the Bible. Like Kramer, I believe that understanding Judaism can help us better understand our own tradition. I
also believe that we owe it to ourselves and to our Jewish friends to do
it right.
Part of the difficulty in reading this book is that no rabbinic
approach to the Book of Mormon is going to be truly rabbinic if it
does not emphasize halakhah, which is the body of Jewish legal decisions, as well as the various literatures whose purpose is to explore and
promulgate those decisions. The rabbinic movement was one that was
ideologically centered on the temple and the law, and most of their
literature derives from discussions and concerns associated with law. 3
1. S.v. "rabbinical;' OED. Accessed online at http://www.oed.com.erl.lib.byu.edu
/view/Entry/156968?redirectedFrom=rabbinic#eid. Accessed on August 16, 2016.
2. This is well framed in Matthew J. Grey, "Latter-day Saint Perceptions ofJewish
Apostasy in the Time ofJesus;' in Standing Apart: Mormon Historical Consciousness and
the Concept of Apostasy, ed. Miranda Wilcox and John D. Young (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2014), 147-73.
3. Jacob Neusner, "Map without Territory: Mishnah's System of Sacrifice and Sanctuary;' History of Religions 19/2 (November 1979): 103-27; Naftali Cohn, The Memory
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The ancient Sages are interested in the Bible at least in part because it
is a text from which they can derive halakhic principles and concepts.
Latter-day Saints are interested in the Bible (and by extension the Book
of Mormon) primarily as places for devotional reading and personal
application. The tools that the Sages developed for reading the Bible
were tools designed to yield what they were most interested in: articulating and establishing halakhah. The ignoring of halakhah means that
this book cannot really be rabbinic.
In a certain kind of irony, Kramer's book is more like the ancient
Sages than is apparent at first blush. The ancient rabbinic Sages would
often "rabbinize" biblical individuals to make them accord more with
their understanding and their search for halakhah. 4 In some ways,
Kramer "Mormonizes" his Jewish sources in ways very similar to how
the ancient Sages rabbinized their own sources. Examples of this are
visible in a number of places. Chapter 4 discusses the importance of
reading the scriptures with others, drawing on the rabbinic concept of
l;avruta (see pp. 76-78). The trouble is that he suggests Nephi or the
other Book of Mormon authors as the haver for the reader, which retains
the generally solo nature of Latter-day Saint scripture study, somewhat
undermining the rabbinic purpose of a l;avruta (see pp. 75-76). This
is in addition to the problematic suggestion that a static literary figure,
however skilled at walking through scripture as Nephi, serves the same
function as a living study buddy.
Some Mormonizing is to be expected in comparing two disparate
systems. I am reminded ofJonathan Z. Smith's observation that one does
not compare things that are identical, either in poetry or scholarship. 5
Kramer is aware of this as well, and in the preface he states, "To be perfectly clear, although I very much see the text of the Book of Mormon

of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 2013).
4. Not even God is immune to this process, whom the Sages often describe as doing
distinctively rabbinic activities such as studying Torah.
5. Jonathan Z. Smith, Map Is Not Territory: Studies in the History of Religions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), 244. Smith is following Andrew Lang here.
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as responding to and even encouraging the use of many fundamental
rabbinic interpretive techniques, I do not believe that the Book of Mormon writers knew of or consciously employed these techniques in their
writings" (p. xviii, emphasis in the original). I agree with Kramer in his
observation that the Book of Mormon authors and the rabbinic Sages
were completely unaware of one another. I also agree that looking at
the ways in which the Sages understood and read scripture can give
valuable insights into ways to read scripture generally. Once again, this
is why I approve of the broad project of this book and appreciate some
of the specific points but find other individual aspects to be disappointing. Because the Sages and the Book of Mormon authors and editors
were, in fact, unaware of one another, sometimes the connections that
Kramer highlights seem improbable.
Kramer begins his book by associating Lehi's dream of the tree of
life in 1 Nephi 8 with what he calls a "quotation-centered approach'' to
the scriptures (p. 4). This approach, which he finds in the New Testament, is essentially looking to the scriptures for individual fruits (that is,
scriptures or passages) that can be deployed in various environments. 6
He then suggests that the Book of Mormon also responds well to this
kind of reading but that its creation as a unified literary production
suggests it should be read "reflectively, carefully, and holistically" (p. 6).
This is essentially the source of the metaphor behind Kramer's title.
Quotation -centered approaches to scripture look at the fruit, while
more unified approaches look at the entire tree. It is quite a nice metaphor, one that is suggestive of both the strengths and weaknesses of
both approaches. It is here that Kramer brings in a "rabbinic" /Jewish
approach to reading the Book of Mormon, comparing Nephi's experience with Lehi's vision in 1 Nephi 11-14 with the rabbinic experience
of interpreting the scriptures. This, then, provides the central metaphor
for this book and the source of its title. While Lehi's dream is about
partaking of the fruit, Nephi's visionary experience is about beholding
the tree in its fullness-that is to say, exploring the Book of Mormon
6. Although this is largely how the ancients read the scriptures, it has fallen out of
favor in the modern era.
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in all its literary glory.7 As noted, Kramer's metaphor is an elegant one,
and the call to experience the Book of Mormon as a literary piece is
engaging and ultimately fruitful.
Kramer then suggests that rabbinic methods can be useful in reading
the Book of Mormon in this fuller way. He lists several propositions that
he sees in both Nephi's vision and the methods put forth by the Sages:
•
•
•
•
•

The scriptures require sustained mental effort in order to
be understood.
The scriptures should be read closely and everything about
them should be pondered and thoroughly considered.
The scriptures should be read deeply on several levels and
from many perspectives.
The scriptures should be read with others and in connection
with other books.
Scripture study ultimately is not about information; it is an
experience with God. (see pp. 8-20)

I agree strongly with each of these propositions and with Kramer that an
approach to scriptures that incorporates these elements would enhance
understanding of the Book of Mormon. Again, in my estimation, Kramer's book lays out a suggestive program for reading the Book of Mormon
that, however, fails in that it doesn't always correctly represent rabbinic
discourse (especially where the halakhah is concerned), and it lacks
nuance and specificity in its details.
I get the feeling that this book is the result of a personal journey and
experience for Kramer. When Kramer quotes from Jewish writers such
as Avigdor Bonchek or Norman Cohen, his respect for the insights they
have given him into Latter-day Saint scripture is clear. 8 The books he
7. Kramer's comparison of the two visionary experiences is an astute one. First
Nephi 8:2-38 refers to fruit 18 times over the course of 37 verses. First Nephi 11-14
refers to fruit one time. Fruit, and the eating of fruit, represents one of the central ideas
in Lehi's vision and is simply background in Nephi's version.
8. This is especially apparent in the conclusion to his book, where having cited
these authors throughout, he cites them again. Kramer, Beholding, 198.
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gets this material from are, however, primarily designed as nonscholarly introductions to reading the Torah, directed at a modern Jewish
audience. Kramer's dependence on these books 9 means that this book
is largely focused on how Jewish modes of reading, developed in both
the Talmudic and the post-Talmudic era but essentially filtered through
a modern Jewish sensibility, can aid in an LDS-style devotional reading
of the Book of Mormon.
The individual chapters in this book are mostly discrete discussions
of various ways in which Kramer sees this kind of reading pointing to
the entire "tree of life:' Chapter 2, which covers reading the scriptures
on multiple levels, presents an excellent example of how Kramer's book
provides a useful suggestion for enhanced Book of Mormon reading
alongside missteps (see pp. 23-42). I draw it out as a specific example
because it is a distinct example that is illustrative of the book as a whole.
Kramer introduces what is known in Judaism as the PaRDeS method. 10
This represents the four ways in which Jewish interpreters can read a
given text-peshat (literal), remez (allegorical), derash (midrashic) and
sod (mystical). The idea that the scriptures can be read on multiple
levels is one that resonates with Latter-day Saint readers.11 Looking at
the types oflevels that some ancient Jews brought to their authoritative
texts can provide Latter-day Saint readers with a useful perspective on
their own scriptures. So far, so good.
The specific examples go too far, however. A clear example of this
is the discussion of the remez, the allegorical reading of scripture. Here
Kramer connects this to Jacob 5 and Jacob's presentation of Zenos's allegory of the olive tree (seep. 30). The intent here seems to be to show the
productiveness of the PaRDeS approach by showing an example of an
allegory in the Book of Mormon. The problem with this is that reading

9. Chapter 3 is essentially based on Bonchek's introduction to Torah reading.
10. Pardes is a Hebrew word, deriving from the Persian word for "orchard;' which
was transferred to "pleasure garden;' and ultimately to the "blessed abode:' The same
Persian word is also the source of English paradise, which followed a similar trajectory.
11. See, for example, David A. Bednar, ''A ReservoirofLiving Water;' BYUSpeeches, February 4, 2007. https://speeches. byu.edu/talks/david-a-bednar_reservoir-living-water/.
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an allegory allegorically is not remez at all. Reading an allegory the way
its author intended it to be read is, in fact, the plain meaning of the text,
and so is reading the peshat, not reading the remez. An example of a
remez reading of the Book of Mormon would be something closer to
how Latter-day Saints often read the war chapters of Alma as representing our spiritual warfare. In a remez reading, the narrative of the scripture is turned into something that is directly applicable to the reader
through the process of generalizing and allegorizing the elements of
the narrative. Thus, the Lamanites become the forces of Satan while the
fortified cities of the Nephites become places where modern Latter-day
Saints have built up their known weaknesses and temptations. All of
this shows, as Kramer contends, that the Book of Mormon does yield
well to a remez reading. However, pointing to actual allegories in the
Book of Mormon is not the place to find such a reading. This kind of
methodological misstep plagues the entire project.
On the other hand, Kramer's discussion of mystical readings (sod),
which is probably the most difficult of the PaRDeS levels, is quite good,
not the least because mystical readings mean something entirely different for Latter-day Saints than for Jews, ancient or modern (see
pp. 38-42). According to Doctrine and Covenants 130:22, Latter-day
Saints believe that Heavenly Father and Jesus Christ are beings inhabiting physical bodies and physical space, and therefore mystical communion with them entails something a little bit different than a kabbalistic
joining with the Ein Sof1 2 Kramer connects the Latter-day Saint sod
12. For example, although I expect it was a visionary experience, Joseph Smith
would not have characterized the first vision as a mystical experience. Latter-day Saint
seeking of visions lacks the extreme piety and denial that often characterizes the mystic
in other religious traditions. See the discussion in Louis Midgley, "Editor's Introduction: Knowing Brother Joseph Again;' Mormon Studies Review 18/1 (2006): xi-lxxiv,
especially xxvi-xxix. In many ways the classic articulation of this distinction is Hugh W.
Nibley, "Prophets and Mystics;' in The World and the Prophets (Salt Lake City: Deseret
Book and FARMS, 1987), 98-107. This article was first published 1954 and then revised
in 1962. The division between prophet and mystic are not always as sharp as Nibley
suggests, but the typology of traditional mysticism is useful and revealing. See also
William J. Hamblin, '"Everything Is Everything': Was Joseph Smith Influenced by the
Kabbalah?" FARMS Review of Books 8/2 (1996): 251-325.
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reading as one rooted in the searching out of the "mysteries" and the
searching for spiritual experiences through the scriptures (p. 42). Since
Latter-day Saints do not have a mystical tradition in the usual sense of
the word, connecting what we call spiritual experiences with the Jewish mystical tradition can provide useful space for thinking about our
experiences with the divine world. Essentially, Kramer is able to provide
a useful synthesis because the original concept was not meaningful in
a Latter-day Saint context.
The above example provides one instance of how this book succeeds
in some of its goals but could have accomplished much more. I wish
to reiterate that I think this can be a useful book that has potential to
enhance readers' appreciation and understanding of the Book of Mormon. There is much good in this book. A reader thoughtfully working
through it will find many things to spark deeper or more meaningful
study of the Book of Mormon. Yet, in spite of its use ofJewish sources,
the uses to which those sources are turned and deployed remain largely
Latter-day Saint. Occasionally this process transforms the original Jewish practice, such as studying in pairs or l;avruta, into something familiarly Mormon. Other times the Mormonizing produces a useful synthesis, as in Kramer's discussion of a sod reading in the Book of Mormon.
The turning ofJewish methods to Mormon ends is not necessarily a bad
thing, as this is a book targeted to Latter-day Saint audiences. It simply
means that in the end this is not a really a "rabbinic reading of the Book
of Mormon'' but instead a Mormon reading of the Book of Mormon
that draws inspiration from Jewish writings.

Avram R. Shannon studied at Brigham Young University and the Uni-

versity of Oxford before receiving a PhD in Near Eastern languages and
cultures from The Ohio State University. He specializes in early rabbinic
literature and its connection to the broader world. He is currently an
adjunct instructor in the Department of Ancient Scripture at Brigham
Young University.
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JOHN CHRISTOPHER THOMAS begins A Pentecostal Reads the Book of
Mormon: A Literary and Theological Introduction by noting several
somewhat random events in his life. He visits Temple Square while on
a college choir tour, he has various conversations with missionaries, he
enrolls in a graduate course on Mormon history as part of his advanced
studies-gradually these events ultimately work their way together to
form a narrative in which his interest in and study of Mormonism, and
particularly the Book of Mormon, seem almost inevitable. And as I
read my way through this work, I was continually impressed, and even
moved, by the genuine open charity with which Thomas approaches the
Book of Mormon. He is not afraid to be critical or ask questions, but
his motivation in doing so consistently appears to come from an open
curiosity and desire for dialogue. Over and over again, I was struck by
the productive readings that emerged from this approach: Thomas sees
the Book of Mormon foremost as a book, and as such, a text capable of
being read. This may sound somewhat obvious-of course the Book of
Mormon is a book!-but Thomas performs the work ofliterary reading
in a way that results in an oddly familiar yet surprisingly, and productively, jarring orientation to the Book of Mormon and its theology, history, reception, and connections with Pentecostalism. The result is a sort
of mapping of one individual's various approaches to working with and
reading the text that is both personal (these are the questions, thoughts,
and approaches of a specific individual reading and writing from his
own unique context) as well as universal (Thomas's openness inherently
invites others' engagement and response to the Book of Mormon itself).
Interestingly, Thomas begins his approach through the question
of literary structure. He wishes to "identify the overall structure of the
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book by means of literary markers within the text itself" (p. 3), with
"attention ... given to textual indicators that serve to guide readers
through the narrative" (p. 3). His approach allows him to discuss broad
structural issues as well as to note structures specific to a discrete portion of the text. He glosses, probes, questions, and compares. He seeks
clarity and precision, often running through various interpretive possibilities as plainly numbered alternatives. But what struck me with this
approach was the way in which Thomas treats the Book of Mormon as a
structural whole-that is, as a complete narrative project. For Thomas,
the Book of Mormon is "one extended narrative" (p. 11), and this literary identification carries connotations of textually driven action, cause,
and effect (e.g., "the narrative implies" [p. 232, emphasis mine]).
While others have certainly discussed the Book of Mormon as narrative, Thomas's approach-one that prioritizes the narrative genre over
others, including scripture-reads the text with a refreshing clarity of
commitment: he is interested in how the narrative of the Book of Mormon works, and focusing on the literary functionality allows questions
and conjectures on theology to emerge in such a way that their relationship to the literary or narrative aspects of the text is brought into a
unique focus. As a result, I began to consider all sorts of questions and
speculations:
•
•

•
•

•

How does literary form produce, in a certain sense, the
theological?
What kinds ofliterary training actually facilitate productive
theological readings? Any? Is there something inherently
useful in a structuralist approach?
How do the narrative structures and emphasis in the Book
of Mormon affect Mormon theology?
In the section on theology, Thomas uses narrative both as
an illustration and as a claim-does narrative function in
Mormonism as a sort of theological shorthand? If so, why
narrative?
Does a focus on the way the narrative shapes the text and
thus the theology momentarily remove God from the text?
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•

What theological expectations do we Latter-day Saints hold
of a narrative? Do we take it as seriously as we would, say,
a sermon? A poem? An essay?
• Does narrative provide a secure ground from which to cultivate theology?
• If God has given us the Book of Mormon in the form of
a narrative, what can we infer about God being someone
who gives gifts like the convoluted narrative structure of
the Book of Mormon?
• In other words, when we look at the Book of Mormon, do
we see what we expect God to have given, or do we see what
has actually been given?
For myself, at least, the questions brought about by Thomas's work
helped me to recognize various lacunae in my thought processes in
ways that I will continue to reflect upon for some time and in a variety
of contexts.
But beyond the issues of literary structure that Thomas so ably
investigates and raises, I was also struck by the conditions of Thomas
himself as a reader: after so many responses to the Book of Mormon
hinging on the text's historical validity in one way or another, Thomas
separates questions of such validity from his underlying motivations to
undertake this project. As Thomas himself put it, "It seems to me that
whoever wrote the book or whatever the issues that explain its origins,
there are any number of interesting and important issues that insiders
and outsiders should be able to discuss about its structure, content, theology, reception, and relationship to other faith traditions without being
derailed from the start by the divisive issue of origins" (pp. 445-46).
This approach enacts charity through reading and interpretation; it is an
approach we would do well to cultivate in our reading and interaction
both within and without our faith tradition.
Taking Thomas's enacted charity as a model allows those who feel
they have a proprietary relationship to the Book of Mormon, because
of their own response of faith and conversion, to set aside these feelings of ownership. Enacting such charity can feel uncomfortable as
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it is accompanied by the recognition that church membership does
not bestow permission to control others' responses to the text. Rather,
such enacted charity encourages and welcomes potentially discordant
responses to the Book of Mormon because its aim is not to produce
doctrine but rather to encourage interaction on any level. As an example of this approach, consider the potential outcomes of rethinking the
way the Book of Mormon functions in narratives of conversion. As
Latter-day Saints, we often focus on teaching friends and neighbors how
to read the Book of Mormon so that it teaches Mormonism. We take
the story of Nephi, for example, and direct the attention of our friends
to the themes of obedience, prayer, and faith in explicative terminology that corresponds to our current doctrines and practices. But
how would that story look if we were not focused on ensuring it was
read in order to produce the "right" doctrinal lessons? What if instead
our job as believers was simply to provide the opportunity for others
to interact with the text? What if we had others reading from their own
(uncorrelated) frameworks and our response was to listen? What if we
listened not for what others got "right" but for what they actually said?
The story of Nephi could, and does, I am convinced, look very different when it is removed from the space of the proprietary pedagogy it
currently inhabits.
The question, then, is what do we gain as believers when we read the
Book of Mormon narrative from that perspective, and is that gain worth
what we could potentially lose by not engaging with secular responses?
If the answer is, "I lose nothing;' then we may have a problem: interpretive pride stifles not only the ability to continue to receive personal
revelation (with its accompanying increase in faith, light, intelligence,
etc.) but also ultimately denies the Book of Mormon's ability to function
as a universal witness of the new covenant in Christ. 1

1. "The Book of Mormon is the sacred expression of Christ's great last covenant
with mankind. It is a new covenant, a new testament from the New World to the entire
world:' Jeffrey R. Holland, ''A Testimony, a Covenant, and a Witness;' Ensign, October
2011, 80, emphasis added.
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The underlying charity modeled through Thomas's approach also
caused me to reflect on the way the Book of Mormon as a text works in
the world. If we look at the work that the Book of Mormon, as a text, performs, it is a work of restoration-a rebuilding and refashioning of the
contours of Christianity and of the world itself. But the world in which
the Book of Mormon appeared was a world originally constructed and
contoured through the Bible. In order for the Book of Mormon to work,
then, it must first be read, and read consciously apart from its assumed
biblical context. The history of the reception of the Book of Mormon
parallels, in many ways, the reception of Christ's original teachings and
parables: those receiving the word do not necessarily understand it or
even know how to respond to that word, precisely because it is a new
word working a new language, building up a new world.
So the question then becomes, why should we read the Book of
Mormon like the Bible, when it is not doing the same work as the Bible?
Two texts, two witnesses, in distinct performative spaces cannot be read
as the same. The response to ''A Bible, we have got a Bible, and we need
no more Bible" (2 Nephi 29:6) can be flipped: we have a Bible, and from
it, a certain world-a mode of understanding and receiving the world in
which we live-is built out and established. But, as Thomas's approach
brings out, we also have the Book of Mormon. And a proper response
to the Book of Mormon allows it to perform its own unique, separate,
and distinct work. We need to allow it to work not as another Bible
but rather as a text that paradoxically builds a new world specifically
through a process of restoration.
Restoration forms the underlying historical and theological impulses of the Book of Mormon as a text. Its own textual history and
its appearance in nineteenth-century America is founded upon Joseph
Smith's claims to be restoring the primitive church, yes, but as Thomas's
approach here highlights, tying the concept of restoration solely to the
origin of the book ultimately weakens its theological potential. When
Thomas sets aside the question of origin in order to respond to the text
as a narrative, he clears a space for a broadened understanding of the
work of restoration within the Book of Mormon. What would a new
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world, erected through a text thoroughly grounded in and committed to
a theology of restoration, look like? Restoration is enacted on multiple
levels throughout the Book of Mormon: personal conversions, journeys and their returns, reunited families, reestablished societies, and,
of course, the resurrected Christ himself, restored from death, and his
ministry. Restoration emerges as both intimate and universal. Significantly, a world built out from this broad conceptualization of restoration
validates and provides space for potentially contradictory responses.
I should note that Thomas does not dismiss questions of cultural
historical reception of the Book of Mormon in their entirety-origins
are discussed, as are various models of reception history. But to Thomas,
these questions do not obscure a reader's ability to interpret the text.
Interestingly, the question that arises in the cultural and historical
reception of the Book of Mormon is a topic taken up by the Book of
Mormon itself on several occasions: it is a question of signs and particularly of how we receive and live with the signs that God is willing to give.
As Mormons, how do we shift from reading the Book of Mormon as
a functional sign of Joseph Smith's divine calling, or even of God, and
instead allow the book room to do its own work? The clearing of its textual identity, structure, and function is an important step in this process:
Mormons hold the Book of Mormon so close, but we grip it as a sign,
and particularly as a sign of power. What happens if we let go? Opening
the text to readings outside the cultural clutter of modern Mormonism
is a crucial part of allowing the text to work on its own terms.
If we truly believe that President Benson's call to read the Book
of Mormon was made in the prophetic mode,2 then we recognize that
it is a call made to the world, Mormons and non-Mormons alike. Put
another way, by that same prophet: "I have a vision of flooding the earth
with the Book of Mormon:' 3 Floodwaters do not distinguish between
faithful and secular readers; they cover all alike. A thoughtful secular

2. See, for example, Ezra Taft Benson, "The Keystone of Our Religion;' Ensign,
November 1986, 4-7.
3. Ezra Taft Benson, "Flooding the Earth with the Book of Mormon;' Ensign, November 1988, 4-6.
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response to the Book of Mormon is a rare kind of grace. It provides a
response from an otherwise unavailable space. It is, quite literally, a gift
we cannot give ourselves. We are fortunate, then, and I am grateful, to
have readings like Thomas's that enact both the charity and the clarity
the text needs to do its own work.
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erroneous (Mosiah 1:5). These include the old assumptions that the
narrative covered both North and South America (p. 16), that Book of
Mormon migrants encountered an empty land of promise (p. 153), and
that the final battlefield of the Jaredites and Nephites was in New York
(pp. 375-79). The author also rejects some correlations that readers
have made between the Aztec god Quetzalcoatl and the resurrected
Jesus in the Book of Mormon (pp. 353-65). 1
Gardner provides a useful methodological discussion detailing
problems with the uncritical use of parallels made by both critics and
defenders of the Book of Mormon. His approach, which he distinguishes from the other approaches previously mentioned, centers on
what he sees as interlocking convergences of significant sets of evidence
in time and location that can potentially increase understanding of the
text (pp. 25-54). The book is organized more or less chronologically
with an examination of the world of Lehi's Jerusalem, the family's journey through the wilderness (pp. 55-117), the geography of the Book
of Mormon in light of Mesoamerican conceptions of direction and
the cosmos (pp. 119-50), the Lehite arrival in and acculturation into a
Mesoamerican setting (pp. 151-280), the Lamanite culture (pp. 281310), the warfare (p. 311-23), the Gadianton robbers in a Mesoamerican context (pp. 325-42), the destruction in 3 Nephi (pp. 343-51), the
final Nephite destruction in the fourth century AD (pp. 368-79), and
the Jaredites (pp. 381-400). In his concluding chapter he summarizes
key convergences, "which not only create a connection between the
text and a time and place, but which actually use that time and place to
make the text more understandable'' (p. 408).
Gardner cites an article I wrote on the history of early interpretations of Book of Mormon geography. 2 I had argued that, contrary to
1. For a more expanded discussion of his arguments, see Brant A. Gardner, "Quetzalcoatl: A Malleable Mythology;' in Gardner, Second Witness: Analytical and Contextual
Commentary on the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Kofford Books, 2007), 5:353-95;
and Gardner, "The Christianization of Quetzalcoatl: A History of Metamorphosis;'
Sunstone 10/11 (1986): 6-10.
2. Matthew Roper, "Limited Geography and the Book of Mormon: Historical Antecedents and Early Interpretations;' FARMS Review 16/2 (2004): 225-75.
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popular assumption, there was no authoritative doctrine on the location
of specific Book of Mormon lands and that this was underscored by the
diversity of views expressed by nineteenth-century readers. While he
agrees that there was no authoritative position, he questions whether
these nineteenth-century interpretations actually constitute different
geographical "models" (p. 15). By 1890, however, President George Q.
Cannon, surveying past efforts, referred to many "suggestive maps" (for
the most part, alas, no longer extant) and drastically contradictory views
that had been and were being vigorously advocated by individuals who
wanted church approval. Readers were "not united in their conclusions.
No two of them, so far as we have learned, are agreed on all points, and
in many cases the variations amount to tens of thousands of miles ....
One student places a certain city at the Isthmus of Panama, a second in
Venezuela, and a third in Guiana or northern Brazil:' 3 These could be
characterized as undeveloped or perhaps precritical, but whether one
uses "model" or some other term, they clearly do in at least some cases
represent significant differences of interpretation, not infrequently on
key points of Book of Mormon geography. These include the location
of Lehi's landing, the lands of Nephi and Zarahemla, the narrow neck
of land, and the land of Desolation. When one writer places the final
battlefield of the Jaredites in New York, while another has it in Honduras, we are clearly dealing with significant differences of opinion among
some nineteenth-century readers of the text.
Gardner's discussion of recent controversies over the question of
DNA and the Book of Mormon is well informed (pp. 170-75). It is
worth noting that the issue of DNA as a Book of Mormon problem is
really an old scarecrow dressed up in more recent clothing. 4 Several
decades ago, one heard criticisms based on blood type or physiological
features thought to be exclusively Mongoloid, and the argument that

3. George Q. Cannon, "The Book of Mormon Geography;' Juvenile Instructor 25/1
(January 1, 1890): 18.
4. John Sorenson's cautionary comments more than sixteen years ago seem appropriate. See "New Light: The Problematic Role of DNA Testing in Unraveling Human
History;' Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 9/2 (2000): 66-68.
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Asiatic origins of Amerindian groups must preclude the truthfulness
of the Book of Mormon story go back to the mid-nineteenth century.
For several generations now, Latter-day Saint leaders, educators, and
scholars have cautioned that the "record of the people of Nephi" does
not purport to contain a history of all the Americas, or of all, or even
most, native American ancestors. That is why controversies about population genetics, which are now dated Book of Mormon criticisms, are
a poor club to beat believers over the head with and for some of the
same reasons. Book of Mormon colonists from the Old World were
relatively small groups in a sea of pre-Columbian peoples, likely leaving
little genetic trace of their Old World origins, even if we could decide
what their genome should look like. Most of the genetic information
that our ancestors possessed is changed or lost through the process of
time, making it highly unlikely that we could identify the genes of Lehi
or any other founding migrant mentioned in the Book of Mormon even
if we wanted to. As Gardner notes, "The genetic data tell us about what
survived, but not what once existed" (p. 174).
Equally misguided have been attempts by some Latter-day Saints
to marshal DNA evidence as prooffor the Book of Mormon. Advocates
of this approach cite studies suggesting that Haplotype X2a had its origins in Eurasia and possibly the Middle East rather than northeastern
Siberia. As Gardner indicates, one serious problem with this approach is
that Haplotype X2a dates thousands of years before the time of the Book
of Mormon. In order to make it fit into a Book of Mormon scenario,
these advocates have to dismiss currently accepted scientific methods
of genetic dating as erroneous. "This approach;' notes Gardner, "creates
an interesting conflict between accepting evolutionary science when
it discovers mtDNA connections to Europe or Western Asia but then
denying it entirely with respect to timing" (p. 174). Additionally, more
recent genetic studies indicate that earlier enthusiasm over a possible
Eurasian migration via the Atlantic may have been premature. As Jennifer Raff and Deborah Bolnick conclude in a recent study:
X2a has not been found anywhere in Eurasia, and phyla-geography
gives us no compelling reason to think it is more likely to come
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from Europe than from Siberia. Furthermore, analysis of the
complete genome of Kennewick Man, who belongs to the most
basal lineage of X2a yet identified, gives no indication of recent
European ancestry and moves the location of the deepest branch
of X2a to the West Coast, consistent with X2a belonging to the
same ancestral population as the other founder mitochondrial
haplogroups. 5

If the Book of Mormon is an account of a people who knew about
Christ in pre-Columbian Mesoamerica, why do we not find archaeological evidence of pre-Columbian Christianity? Gardner reasons, "The
problem is less in the absence of evidence than in the expectation of
what evidence should be found" (p. 192). He notes that Christianity
in the Old World emerged in the Greco-Roman culture and adopted
the iconography and art styles of the surrounding people to which
Christians applied their own interpretations. Early art depicting Jesus
was based on representations of the Greek god Apollo and the Roman
cross, a horrific method of execution with connotations of shame that
was subsequently reinterpreted by Christians into a symbol of Christ's
power and divinity; however, these depictions were each rooted in a
Greco-Roman context. Hence, argues Gardner, "The absence of Old
World Christian iconography is not evidence of the absence of Book of
Mormon Christianity" in the New World (p. 195).
When we look for New World Christians, for what do we look?
Do we look for representations of Apollo? Do we look for any
of the Greek-inspired icons of the Old World? Clearly we cannot. The conditions that inspired those borrowings occurred long
after Book of Mormon peoples left the Old World. Based on the
history of both Israel and early Christianity, we might expect the
New World Israelites and Christians to do just as their Old World
counterparts did-adapt the iconography of the surrounding cultures. (p. 194)
5. Jennifer A. Raff and Deborah A. Bolnick, "Does Mitochondrial Haplogroup X
Indicate Ancient Trans-Atlantic Migration to the Americas? A Critical Re-Evaluation;'
PaleoAmerica 1/4 (2015): 301.
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Conceivably, ancient Mesoamerican art forms and iconography,
such as the maize god, a deity who died and was resurrected, would
have been adapted or reinterpreted as a Christian symbol for a group
such as the Nephites, but without an interpretive key, such as a text, it
would be impossible for archaeologists to tell if the icon portrayed was
intended to have Christian meaning or not (pp. 195-96). In any case,
examples of the disappearance or near extinction of even significant
religious groups are known from antiquity and even the recent past.
The history, especially of Southeast Asia, shows how easily religions may disappear or be submerged in local cults. Among the
Cham of Annam, Hinduism and Buddhism had been firmly established for almost a millennium and a half, from the second to the
fifteenth century. Yet, Buddhism disappeared completely after the
fall of the Cham kingdom in 1471 and Hinduism declined so rapidly that its influence at present is hardly recognizable. Amongst
the non-Muslim Badui and Tenggerese ofJava, traces of Hinduism
and Buddhism are exceedingly slight, although these must have
been the predominant religions as late as the sixteenth century.
The Batak of Sumatra were under Buddhist and Hindu influences
from probably the third to the fourteenth century, but in the nineteenth century they were pagans. 6

Gardner discusses convergences between Mesoamerican volcanism
and the events described in the text of 3 Nephi 8-10 at the death of
Christ, which have been previously discussed by John Sorenson, Bart
Kowallis, Jerry Grover, and others,7 although he surprisingly fails to
cite Sorenson's most recent review of the evidence, which represents a
significant revision and expansion of his earlier treatment (pp. 343-51).

6. D. P. Singhal, India and World Civilization (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 1969), 2:66-67.
7. John L. Sorenson, An Ancient American Setting for the Book of Mormon (Salt
Lake City: Deseret Book, 1985), 129, 318-23; Bart J. Kowallis, "In the Thirty and Fourth
Year: A Geologist's View of the Destruction in Third Nephi;' BYU Studies 37/3 ( 19971998): 136-90; Jerry D. Grover Jr., Geology of the Book of Mormon (United States: by
the author, 2004).
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Sorenson cited a 1998 report of an eruption of the Popocatepetl volcano
around the first century AD. Initial tests of available material dated the
eruption to between 45 BC and AD 90. 8 Archaeologists Patricia Plunket and Gabriela Urufmela working at the site of Tetimpa in Puebla,
Mexico, have subsequently published additional data and findings from
their work that shed further light on that eruption. 9 This volcanic event,
a VEI-6 Plinian eruption, created a column of tephra 20 to 30 km high
and is believed to have caused "an ecological disaster of unprecedented
proportions" that significantly impacted the population and development of cultures in the region. 10
The archaeology of the Basin of Mexico indicates that sometime
between 100 BC and AD 100, the population in the region became concentrated around the site of Teotihuacan. Some had suggested that this
may have been due to political pressure from that city. Plunket and
Urufiuela suggest rather that this relocation northward was more likely
due to necessity, resulting from volcanic destruction further south. The
Popocatepetl eruption would have destroyed prime agricultural regions
of the southern and eastern Basin of Mexico.
As pyroclastic materials fell on the forested slopes the ash
would have suffocated wildlife. The hot pyroclastic flows with
8. John L. Sorenson, Mormon's Codex (Salt Lake City: Neal A. Maxwell Institute
and Deseret Book, 2013), 642. See Patricia Plunket and Gabriela Uruiiuela, "Preclassic
Household Patterns Preserved under Volcanic Ash at Tetimpa, Puebla, Mexico;' Latin
American Antiquity 9/4 (1998): 287-309.
9. Patricia Plunket and Gabriela Uruiiuela, "The Archaeology of a Plinian Eruption
of the Popocatepetl Volcano;' in The Archaeology of Geological Catastrophes, ed. W J.
McGuire, D. R. Griffiths, P. L. Hancock, I. S. Stewart (London: Geological Society of
London, 2000), 195-203; Plunket and Uruiiuela, "Recent Research in Puebla Prehistory;' Journal of Archaeological Research 13/2 (June 2005): 89-127; Plunket and Uruiiuela, "Social and Cultural Consequences of a Late Holocene Eruption of Popocatepetl
in Central Mexico;' Quaternary International 151 (2006): 19-28; Plunket and Uruiiuela,
"Mountain of Sustenance, Mountain of Destruction: The Prehispanic Experience with
Popocatepetl Volcano;' Journal of Volcanology and Geothermal Research 170 (2008):
111-20.
10. Plunket and Uruiiuela, "Mountain of Sustenance, Mountain of Destruction;'
113,118.
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temperatures between 250 and 600 [degrees] C may have ignited
multiple highly destructive forest fires that would have spread
quickly through the Sierra Nevada during the dry season, and the
melting glacier would have formed destructive lahars that rushed
down the steep canyons into the Amecameca river and the Chalco
area .... [D]estruction of important hunting and gathering areas
would have been devastating, and the smoke from fires added to
the ash could have caused significant short-term climatic changes
as well, including frost and drought, that may have resulted in
famine and consequent population relocation.11

Plunket and Urufmela explain, "Prior to 100 Be;' at the southern
end of the Basin, "most of the population lived in towns and villages
along the lakeshore between Cuicuilco and Chalco, but after AD 100
almost all of these settlements disappear:' 12 They estimate that as many as
20,000 people in the Basin of Mexico may have perished in the disaster,
while as many as 50,000 relocated further north to Teotihuacan, swelling the size of its population and spurring its subsequent development. 13
The eruption would have also caused similar disruptions on the eastern side of the mountains in western Puebla, where scholars estimate
that the population was about 100,000 just prior to that time. "The
large complex regional centers, close to the Sierra Nevada-Colotzingo,
Coapan, Xochitecatl, and Tlalancaleca-were abandoned at that time:'
Afterwards, as had happened at Teotihuacan, "population became concentrated at Cholula and a few other settlements but the total number of
inhabitants appears to have diminished, perhaps by as much as 30%:' 14
Earlier reports from the archaeological team tentatively placed the
eruption toward the end of the first century AD. 15 Now a total of 14
11. Plunket and Uruiiuela, "Social and Cultural Consequences of a Late Holocene
Eruption;' 23-24.
12. Plunket and Uruiiuela, "Mountain of Sustenance, Mountain of Destruction;'
116.
13. Plunket and Uruiiuela, "Social and Cultural Consequences of a Late Holocene
Eruption;' 23-24.
14. Plunket and Uruiiuela, "Social and Cultural Consequences of a Late Holocene
Eruption;' 25-26.
15. Plunket and Uruiiuela, "Preclassic Household Patterns;' 290.
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radiocarbon dates have been obtained including an AMS (Accelerator
Mass Spectrometer) date from a carbonized corn cob recovered from
a sealed jar, which yielded a reading of 2010 +/- 40 BP (2 Sigma range
of ca. 100 BC-AD 70). These dates, in addition to cultural materials
retrieved from the ash-buried houses at Tetimpa, indicate that the eruption "probably took place during the first half of the first century Ao:' 16
Based on archaeological evidence from crops, seasonal cooking patterns
found at the site, and wind studies, they "suggest that the most likely
time [of the eruption] is late March or April:' 17 The Basin of Mexico
would be at approximately the northernmost extremity of most Mesoamerican models of Book of Mormon geography, but the apparent timing of the eruption is of potential interest in light of the death of Jesus
at Jerusalem during Passover. 18
Traditions of the Fathers is an important book on the question of
historicity and the Book of Mormon. Careful readers of the Book of
Mormon interested in understanding the Book of Mormon in a plausible pre-Columbian setting will be both challenged and deeply rewarded.
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16. Plunket and Uruiiuela, "Mountain of Sustenance, Mountain of Destruction;'
114.
17. Plunket and Uruiiuela, "The Archaeology of a Plinian Eruption of the Popocatepetl Volcano:' 201-2.
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